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Article 20: Commercial Design Standards 

 

20.100 Purpose and Intent 

 

20.110   Purpose.  The purpose of this Article is to provide development standards that: 

 

(1) Preserve and enhance the natural and built environment through standards 

intended to ensure new development is sensitive to the architectural, 

historical, geographical, and natural context that is unique to Grants Pass. 

 

(2) Ensure new development is built to high quality standards that will 

enhance the community and preserve and contribute to the economic 

strength and vitality of the city.  

 

(3) Protect the unique character of Grants Pass to ensure it remains 

competitive as a unique tourist destination, with commercial development 

that serves as an amenity to continue to attract tourism as the City grows, 

rather than detract from the unique character and attractiveness as a tourist 

destination. 

 

(4) Protect the capital improvements and investments already made in the 

community, through standards intended to ensure new development is 

designed and built in a manner that will preserve or enhance, rather than 

diminish, the economic value of nearby properties. 

 

(5) As new investment occurs in transitioning areas, ensure new development, 

infill development, and redevelopment occur in accordance with these 

standards to enhance the character of these areas and contribute to 

economic vitality.    

 

(6) Provide clear and objective standards to enable review of new 

development through the standard site plan review process. 

 

(7) Provide an alternative review process to enable flexibility in 

accomplishing the guiding principles behind the standards, when a 

development can equally or better accomplish the intent, even if the 

development does not strictly comply with the objective standards.  In 

order to ensure this process provides high-quality products, and does not 

become a way to avoid the standards, this process requires review with a 

higher level of oversight and greater amount of discretion by the review 

body to ensure the intent is accomplished.  

 

(8) Provide a high level of flexibility in architectural design choices, styles, 

and concepts by focusing on the human scale and detailing of buildings, 

and human activity and interest rather than individual styles.  

 

(9) Provide flexibility to establish standards specific to special districts when 

desired to achieve a unique character or effect.   
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20.120 Intent. 

 

General. These standards are intended to accomplish the following: 

 

(1) Ensure buildings present a ñfaceò to the public realm, including public 

streets, pedestrian ways, and on-site parking and circulation areas through 

site design, architectural design, and location and screening of mechanical 

equipment and service areas such as trash compactors, dumpsters, truck 

docks, and storage. 

 

(2) Ensure landscaping is present near buildings, not only adjacent to the 

street and within parking areas, (together with Article 23, ñLandscapingò). 

 

(3) Through changes in massing and detailing of building faces, ensure 

human-scale and interest is maintained by breaking large expanses of wall 

into smaller elements. 

 

(4) Ensure building safety and fire-resistive construction requirements 

necessary to meet the building code are accomplished in a manner that is 

aesthetically pleasing and does not detract from the overall design of a 

building.   

 

(5) Through regulation of certain building materials, maintain a high-quality 

standard traditionally found in commercial architecture, and avoid an 

industrial appearance.  

 

(6) Ensure the presence of architectural features and treatments to ensure a 

finished look to buildings, and avoid the appearance of ñtilt-upò 

construction. 

 

(7) Address the characteristics of larger retail establishments with the 

potential to have a substantial visual impact on locations within the 

community that are highly visible to residents and visitors alike.  Ensure 

building designs of large retail establishments contribute to, and donôt 

detract from the unique character of Grants Pass.   Avoid generic, low-

quality national store designs that promote national branding identity at 

the expense of the unique local setting and do not relate to a specific site 

or the unique local context.   

 

Commercial Development:  Retail, Office, Institutional, Mixed Use, etc. 

 

The Development Code has long contained design standards for residential 

development, providing specific standards intended to avoid a ñshoeboxò 

appearance, providing architectural features that break up larger wall planes, 

providing human-scale and interest.   Design standards have been adopted for 

other commercial uses in special districts such as the Riverfront Tourist 

Commercial Zones and the Historic District, but there has been only general 

design guidance for commercial development in other areas.    
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These standards are intended to ensure the same care is provided in the design of 

buildings at some of the most visually prominent locations within the community 

that have the ability to shape the character of Grants Pass.  The focus of the 

standards is on human scale and detailing, rather than a requirement for any 

particular style.   

 

In addition, most buildings will be standing for multiple generations, and most 

will accommodate changing tenants over time.   These standards are intended to 

provide flexibility to enable a wide range of building designs that can stand the 

test of time or be modified over time to respond to changing tastes and styles.   

The standards are also intended to enable varying tenants and uses over time, with 

standards that are applicable regardless of individual users.   

 

Large Retail Development 

 

Special attention is focused on large retail establishments, but some of the issues 

and principles presented under this heading are also applicable to smaller and 

moderate-sized developments.  The size of large retail establishments has grown, 

but the pedestrian scale and orientation that contributes to a sense of hometown 

has not typically been provided in conjunction with the larger establishments.  A 

single building can have a substantial effect on the appearance of the community.   

With the latest superstores, a site can be as large as 20 acres for a single retail 

store, equivalent to eight city blocks in the downtown area, while the store itself 

might be over four and one-half acres, equivalent to three city blocks in the 

downtown area.  A series of these sites or larger ñpower centersò that include 

several large retail stores can define the character of an entire highway segment.   

 

Such stores locate at sites that have high traffic volumes, and are often located at 

highly visible and accessible locations close to the interstate and along major 

arterials.  These locations are visually prominent to residents and visitors alike, 

shaping impressions of the community.  The design of larger retail establishments 

is often characteristic of an industrial warehouse, rather than traditional retail 

development.  They are often simple box-shaped masses with one or two 

customer entrances, very few exterior windows, and blank walls with minimal 

architectural detailing on the outside walls defining the remainder of the building.  

The spaces are often two stories in height, with minimal definition, where there 

are often two-story high blank walls, or the second level is used exclusively as a 

sign band that is out of context from a human-scaled proportion. 

 

Given the scale and characteristics described above, it is not unusual for these 

developments to have blank walls with no windows and minimal architectural 

detailing, longer than one or more city blocks, which face public streets and 

customer circulation areas. 

 

As the size of these large retail establishments has grown, their site planning has 

also changed.  Previously, many of the largest retail establishments were about a 

quarter of the size of the largest establishments today.  They often located on sites 

with half the depth of todayôs largest stores, enabling rear lot lines to be located 
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mid-block, with stores located back to back with the front of stores facing the 

adjacent streets, and service areas located along a service corridor at the rear lot 

line, where the service areas were located out of sight.  Newer retail 

establishments are often so large that they develop on through lots with frontage 

on multiple streets, with service areas such as loading docks, dumpsters, trash 

compactors, and outdoor storage of items such as palettes facing the public right-

of-way.   

 

Additionally, large retail developments and power centers and their parking areas 

may be large enough that the sites disrupt a pattern of desirable street connectivity 

and are unable to comply with street connectivity requirements.   In addition, on-

site circulation is often inadequate to provide the bicycle and pedestrian facilities 

that would be provided along a public street.  

 

Landscape standards often focus on the street frontage and the area throughout the 

parking lot.  The landscaping standards along the street frontage are often 

inadequate to meet the intent where the front of the building may be the 

equivalent of a city block away from the street frontage, and traditional parking 

lot landscaping standards have no specific requirement for landscaping or 

sidewalks near the building. 

 

Furthermore, in the event such a large retail store is vacated, it is often difficult to 

find a single tenant to fill the space, and the design of the building is not always 

conducive to dividing the space for multiple smaller tenants, or only with 

substantial cost.  This can contribute to buildings sitting vacant and sites 

unmaintained at highly visible locations.   

 

Communities that have adopted standards to address these issues have been 

successful in obtaining designs that are complementary to rather than detrimental 

to the aesthetic character of the community.  These standards are intended to 

maintain the ñsense of hometownò,  to ensure human scale and interest, and to 

provide architectural design consistent with unique site characteristics, 

discouraging a development pattern that faces blank walls and service areas 

toward the public realm.  The least expensive, generic ñoff the shelfò plans used 

by national retailers for sites in communities that do not have design standards 

will not typically comply with these standards.  Many national retailers have 

indicated they will not vary from their prototype designs unless a community has 

design standards.  Creative design is desired in order to complement the character 

of Grants Pass and the characteristics of an individual site.  Examples of creative 

design can be found in communities that have articulated what they want to 

accomplish and adopted standards accordingly.  Numerous examples are 

illustrated below. 

 

The boxy form has existed for many years, whether a large warehouse or factory 

space, or a building abutting the sidewalk in a city block.  However, the boxy 

form in these buildings is mitigated by the detailing, presence of windows, and 

definition of floor levels.  This provides repeating elements with variation in 

rhythm to achieve human-scale and interest.  This type of detailing provides an 

alternative to the need for substantial changes in massing of a building to achieve 
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human scale.  However, with changes in the economy, technology, construction 

techniques, needs, and changes in business operations, the nature of architectural 

detailing and presence of windows has also changed, and the human scale is often 

lost.  The standards in this Article provide options through choices for massing 

and detailing to achieve human scale.   

 

The following philosophy guides the development of the individual principles and 

standards in this Article and provides additional direction for review of large retail 

establishments through the discretionary review process. 

 

Philosophy for Treatment of Large Retail Establishments 

 

Large retail establishments, whether a single large store, power center, or an 

establishment with a prominent anchor store, should avoid the appearance of a 

single-structure that has large expanses of uninterrupted walls lacking 

architectural treatment and windows, which limits windows to one, two, or three 

dominant customer entrances.  Human scale and interest shall be accomplished 

by:  

  

¶ Massing and articulation of the building so it has the appearance of a 

group of smaller attached building spaces. 

 

¶ Use of a variety of building materials, colors, and textures so there is not a 

single dominant treatment.  This can be accomplished by change between 

the lower and upper levels of the building, variation between structural 

bays, or a combination of these or similar treatments.  Such variation can 

be subtle, and does not have to be ñbusyò in appearance; 

 

¶ Incorporating smaller ñliner shopsò or in-line retail shops with exterior 

windows and entrances along the front or perimeter of the building to 

avoid the presence of blank walls that lack areas of pedestrian activity or 

interest;  

 

¶ Whether or not liner shops are present, a substantial amount of the ground-

floor level shall incorporate windows along facades that face parking areas 

and public rights-of way; 

 

¶ Windows should be incorporated at the second-story height of a building.  

Even with interior shelving units, windows can be located above shelving 

in buildings with tall or 2-story height ceilings.  Windows can also be 

incorporated into occupied second-level spaces, such as office areas;  

 

¶ Exterior walls should have a number of features designed to provide a 

sense of variation in depth to the wall, and to provide features that provide 

for interplay of light and shadow to minimize the appearance of large 

blanks walls; 
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¶ Façade treatments should be designed to enable conversion to smaller 

retail storefronts for smaller tenants in the event the big box or another 

large retail tenant no longer occupies the building;  

 

¶ Through discretionary review, greater flexibility in meeting massing 

standards may be considered only when a more substantial amount of both 

ground floor and upper floor level windows are provided, opening views 

into the interior space, in conjunction with a higher level of detailing.   

 

The following illustrations are intended to illustrate certain concepts.  In any individual 

example, a specific style is shown, but the examples are not intended to suggest that only 

these stylistic choices are acceptable.  

  

Figure 20-1.  Differences in Scale and Detailing 

  

Highway-Oriented Scale, Minimal Detailing Traditional Human Scale and Detailing 
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Figure 20-2.  Comparison of Scale:  Downtown vs. Highway-Oriented Building Size, Block 

Size and Street Connections  

 
Building size and block size have increased while the number and spacing of street connections 

has decreased.  Buildings and parking lots may be the size of several city blocks, while the level of 

architectural detailing has decreased.  Block lengths may be several times the length of traditional 

block sizes, limiting direct routes, convenient access, and adequate provisions for pedestrians and 

bicycles.  If development of individual properties is not coordinated, there may be inadequate 

provisions for interconnecting vehicular access, unnecessarily requiring vehicles to drive on major 

streets for trips between adjacent properties.  
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Figure 20-3.  Historical Warehouse and Similar Forms 

  

  
The boxy form in historic warehouses, factory buildings, and buildings with similar 

forms is mitigated by the detailing, presence of windows, and definition of floor levels.  

This provides repeating elements with variation in rhythm to achieve human-scale and 

interest.  This approach provides an attractive alternative to the need for substantial 

changes in massing of a building to achieve human scale.  These buildings may also be 

converted to other uses over time. 
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Figure 20-4.  Progression of Detailing to Achieve Human Scale and Interest 
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The illustration shows a generic example of how using human-scaled elements and modules, with 

common repeating elements can transform the scale of a building.  Variation in repetition of 

elements provides interest and avoids monotony.  While the ground floor is nearly identical in each 

bay, the variation on upper level elements provides variation.  The surface treatment on the left 

provide little interest until a sense of depth is introduced. 
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Figure 20-5.  Substantial Differences of Scale and Detail in Large Retail Design 

 

A 

 

 B 

 

  C                                  D 

These photographs illustrate three substantially different models for a national retailer.  

Photograph A illustrates a model with a more traditional 2-story tall ñbig-boxò warehouse type of 

development with boxy shape, minimal detailing, and a highway-oriented sign.  Photograph B 

provides a few architectural features, but they appear only as minimal superficial treatment 

applied to a few locations on the same boxy warehouse form, with a scale that is highway-

oriented.  Photographs C  and D show a model that is human-scaled, treating the building more 

like a 2-story space, with variations in massing, and a variety of architectural elements, 

treatments, materials, colors, and details, with signs scaled and located to further achieve human-

scaled appeal.   

 

 

 

 

 


